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The Politics of Women's Friendship in Early Modern England
Laura Gowing
Friendship, it has become clear, was one of the pivotal points of communication, power, and intimacy in early modern society. Alan Bray's examination of the emotional and physical dynamics of male friendship showed how, in the great houses of sixteenth-and seventeenthcentury England, intimate body practices were located outside the marital relationship. Habits of touching, eating, and sleeping were shared between men, in public and in private; shared kisses, meals, and beds were imbued with all the power that gifts traditionally held in this society. For the intimate male friends of the early seventeenth century, the body was a gift like others, a means of binding by favour and obligation. By the late seventeenth century, Bray argues, the uncomfortable threat of sodomitic readings of friendship made men withdraw from the physical intimacies of friendship, and put it on a more formal footing.
1 As the household became the nuclear family, the gift of the body became one suitable only for exchange between a man and a woman. This is a story dependent on the political, public roles of elite men and their aspiring servants: the gestures of friendship were made for public consumption, and they marked out hierarchies of preference and priority for the world. And, as the great households with their heavily masculine companies have left the best evidence of this world of public intimacy, it is also premised on the relative absence of women from the closer circles of those households. That absence, asserted firmly by Bray in The Friend, is a problematic assumption. The presence of women is often unequally registered in the early modern archive; in the case of the great houses, for example, women servants were likely to be less formally employed and more mobile, their labour less visibly recorded than that of men.
2 Nevertheless, in a world of men, male alliances were highly visible and heavily symbolic. It seems at first rather obvious that Bray's narrative of friendship does not work for women, for two reasons: the political invisibility of women's friendship and the social and legal invisibility of female sodomy, or lesbianism. Both these assumptions are now coming to seem less secure.
Women's friendships had few of the explicitly political implications that charged intimate bonds between men. They have often been invisible to the historian's eye, and to those of literary critics. Derrida's impassioned call for a return to the pre-Enlightenment political ethics of friendship leaves women out of it, as many early modern men did. To contemporaries, the ethical amity that was the ideal of male friendship was simply unavailable to women. As Montaigne's English translator put it: 'the ordinary sufficencie of women, cannot answere this conference and communication, the nurse of this sacred bond: nor seeme their mindes strong enough to endure the pulling of a knot so hard, so fast, and durable'.
4 Impossible, apparently, to construe as companions in amity, women feature in the stories of male friendship largely as facilitators, or enemies, of male bonding. 5 The friendships they dreamed and wrote most about, it seems, were spiritual, more than practical: relationships that stepped beyond gender and sex into a world in which bodies did not matter.
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But the reasons for telling the tale of pragmatic, political friendship, with its dangerous closeness to sexual deviance, as a story only about men are becoming problematic. Recent work on political alliances, matchmaking, the queens' courts, and patronage has begun to explore women's part in the bonds of generosity, hospitality, and obligation by which men made their way in the world.
7 If elite women were very often an object of exchange between men, they also played their part in making marriages, promotions, and clientages. Barbara Harris has shown how aristocratic Tudor women, like the men of their world, maintained relationships with a group of 'friends', who were often distant or closer kin: they gave them places in their houses, help at court, private favours, and public preference.
8 Marriage and domesticity brought new relationships which enhanced the ties of the natal families and gave them access to a range of local political roles. At the courts of queens, friendships between women were likely to be pivotal to political manipulations. The early eighteenth-century tensions around the relationships between Queen Anne, Sarah Churchill and the woman who replaced Churchill as Anne's favourite, Abigail Masham, were played out in printed satires; they were preceded by more private intimacies and disruptions among sixteenth-and seventeenth-century court women.
9 A re-evaluation of the political roles of friendship for women is overdue.
